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Abstract: 
This study aims to analyze illocutionary speech acts using a mixed method approach in the political discourse 

produced on Twitter by two leading Pakistani political leaders, Imran Khan and Bilawal Bhutto. Data was 

collected in text form from the public Twitter handles of both aforementioned politicians. Alston’s taxonomy of 

speech acts was used to tag data through the UAM Corpus Tool. The findings of the study reveal that both 

politicians use more assertives, followed by expressives, and a few instances of directives. However, they 

completely avoid the use of directives and exercitives because of their limited power and political roles. This study 

has implications for the general public as well as academicians in the field of Applied Linguistics and Mass 

Communication, as this will provide them with an insight into political discourse and the possible intentions 

behind the language use of their political leaders. 
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1- INTRODUCTION: 

Social media refers to forms of interaction where individuals produce, share, and exchange 

information and views in online groups and networks. Communication is a two-way process 

that includes the exchange of information between a speaker and a listener. Internet-mediated 

communication has transformed society as a whole, bringing together millions of individuals 

from a variety of sociolinguistic backgrounds to share ideas and express needs and wants 

(Tsoumou, 2020). In the case of social media, the exchange of information takes the digital 

form, which is sent to masses of people with just one click. Twitter is one of the most popular 

social media handles having approximately 450 million users across the world (Antonakaki et 

al., 2021). It is also the most widely used channel by public figures across the world to interact 

with their fans and followers (Bednarek et al., 2022). Politicians especially use Twitter the most 

to connect with their political workers and to propagate and reiterate their ideology to the 

masses (Neogi et al., 2021).  

Imran Khan and Bilawal Bhutto are the chairmen of the two leading political parties in 

Pakistan, i.e., PTI (Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaaf) and PPP (Pakistan People’s Party), respectively. 

They have 18.7 million and 5 million followers, respectively. They mostly use their Twitter 

handles to give important information, propagate their beliefs and their ideology and motivate 

their workers to perform in their favor. While doing so, they produce written discourse on 

Twitter in the form of Tweets, which are basically their utterances and can also be called speech 

acts. Austen classified speech acts into locutionary, illocutionary, and perlocutionary speech 

acts. Illocutionary Speech acts are utterances produced with a specific intention in mind that 

you want the listener or reader to fulfill.  
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The purpose of this comparative analysis of two political leaders, Imran Khan and Bilawal 

Bhutto, is to study the intentions of these political leaders under study and to analyze the 

illocutionary forces behind their tweets. 

Research Problem: 

Donald Trump’s Twitter discourse was analyzed, and it was revealed that he incites his 

followers through his tweets, which results in aggression and violence on their end (AlBzour, 

2022). Therefore, it is important to study Twitter discourse with reference to people, 

particularly politicians, as politicians often have discursive discourse, i.e., meanings are 

differently constructed in it. Considering the importance of Twitter discourse and discursive 

discourse in politics, it is important to critically study and evaluate Twitter discourse. 

Research Objectives: 

The objectives of this study are:  

➢ To find the kind of illocutionary speech acts used by Imran Khan and Bilawal Bhutto 

in their Tweets. 

➢ To analyze the reasons behind using a particular kind of speech act. 

➢ To analyze the reasons behind not using some speech acts. 

➢ To evaluate the intentions behind using their preferred kind of illocutionary speech act. 

Research Questions: 

1. What kinds of illocutionary speech acts have been used by Imran Khan and Bilawal 

Bhutto in their Tweets? 

2. Why have they preferred particular kinds of speech acts over others? 

3. Why have they avoided the use of some speech acts? 

4. What function do they intend to perform by the use of their preferred kind of 

illocutionary speech act? 

5. How do the illocutionary forces shape and affect their online communication via 

tweets? 

Significance  

This study will be significant to the existing body of research on illocutionary speech acts as 

this study highlights the kinds of speech acts used by politicians under study and the 

illocutionary forces behind them, i.e., the actions that they intend to perform with their tweets. 

Moreover, this study will serve as a guide for the researchers, students, and teachers of 

Linguistics for further comparative analysis of any form of text.  

2- LITERATURE REVIEW: 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: 

Speech acts are actions performed via words. These are the utterances that, when produced, 

have some force behind them. Austen in his book, How to do things with words (Austin, 1975), 

basically establishes the performative view of language. He says that when we produce an 

utterance, we have produced a speech act. He classifies speech acts into three types: locutionary 

speech acts, illocutionary speech acts, and perlocutionary speech acts. The utterances that we 

produce are locutionary speech acts that involve just saying. When we have an intention behind 

producing that utterance and we want it to be fulfilled, that comes under illocutionary speech 

acts. When that intention is fulfilled by the listener or hearer, that falls under the perlocutionary 

speech act.  

Searle further classified the illocutionary speech acts into five sub-categories: representatives: 

shows the speaker’s beliefs about something; commissives: shows the commitments about 

future actions; expressives: shows the feelings of speakers; declarations: changes the world 

order; directives: asking or directing other people to do something (Searle, 1976).  
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A considerable amount of research has been done in the field of speech acts. Over the course 

of the past fifty years, different theorists have modified Searle’s classification of illocutionary 

speech acts and have added or merged categories into it depending on the nature of their 

particular study, hence, proposing their own classification (Allan, 1997; Ballmer & 

Brennenstuhl, 1981; Compagno et al., 2018; Vanderveken, 1990).  

The present study uses Alston's classification of speech acts for data analysis, which he has 

given in his book, Illocutionary Acts and Sentence Meaning (Alston, 2000). He has merged 

various taxonomies of speech acts and has given a sketch that includes all, namely: assertives, 

directives, commissives, expressives, exercitives.   

1- Assertives: 

Assertives are used to assert a proposition. It is an utterance in which the speaker confidently 

states a perspective or a fact. They bind the speaker to trust a particular reality or something 

being the case. Assertives include: to allege, report, insist, claim, maintain, answer, agree, 

concede, remark, testify, etc. 

2- Directives: 

Directives are used when the speaker wants the hearer to do something for him or her. It 

includes: to ask, request, beseech, implore, tell, command, enjoin, suggest, propose, etc. 

3- Commissives: 

Commissives are used to commit to perform a particular action in the future after the utterance 

has been produced. It includes: to promise, bet, guarantee, invite, offer, etc.  

4- Expressives: 

Expressives are illocutionary acts which speakers or writers use to express their feelings about 

something. Expressives include: to thank, to apologize, to commiserate, to compliment, to 

congratulate, to express enthusiasm, to show contempt, to show interest, relief, opinion, 

willingness, intention, opposition, or unhappiness, etc.  

5- Exercitives: 

Exercitives are the speech acts that, when uttered, change the worldview. These are usually 

used by the people who have power and authority to change the world order. Exercitives 

include: to adjourn, to appoint, to pardon, to name, to nominate, to sentence, to hire, to fire, to 

approve, to bequeath, etc.  
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Figure 1: Alston's classification of speech acts (Alston, 2000) 

PAST RESEARCH: 

1- In terms of different taxonomies: 

Rabbani et al. (2024) analyzed the illocutionary speech act of flaming using a mixed-method 

approach in the Twitter discourse produced by Tweeters who are supporters of the leading 

political parties in Pakistan, using the classification of speech act of flaming, which is a subtype 

of expressive speech act, as a model (Lingam & Aripin, 2017; Nitin et al., 2012) to extract the 

features from data using the UAM Corpus Tool for data tagging and annotation. The findings 

of the study revealed that name-calling, followed by criticism, speculation, 

straightforwardness, defamation, and degrading were the subcategories of Flaming most 

frequently found in the data. The findings also revealed that direct or intentional flaming was 

mostly used, while indirect flaming was used comparatively in a very small frequency, which 

shows moral and social implications of Twitter trolling.  

AlBzour (2022) analyzed the speech acts in the tweets of Donald Trump posted during the 

2020 presidential elections, applying Austin’s (1962) Speech Act Theory and Searle’s (1969) 

classification and the updated taxonomy of Searle (1976). The findings of this research show 

that Trump’s tweets were used both directly and indirectly. It was found that commissives and 

directives were used rather than representatives and expressives to incite people to act 

according to his wish, to instigate hate speech, and to inspire his followers to blindly support 

him in any and every case.  

Plakidis and Rehm (2022) analyzed offensive and non-offensive German Language Tweets by 

applying Searle’s (1976) and Compagno et al. taxonomy (2018). A binary classification was 

used to differentiate between implicit and explicit offensive tweets. The results showed that 

explicit offensive tweets had more expressives and fewer assertives than non-offensive tweets. 

In addition to this, implicit offensive tweets had fewer expressives and more assertives. These 

findings can be helpful for developing automated tools for detecting offensive language used 

online on social media.  

Argyris et al. (2021) analyzed the effect of speech acts on creating positive emotions in 

complaints on social media interaction. This study applies Ballmer and Brennenstuhl’s 

taxonomy of speech acts (Ballmer & Brennenstuhl, 1981) on a dataset of tweets using machine 

learning techniques to train models for two dimensions: conventionality and diabolicality. The 

results show that an agent’s use of a dialogic speech act elicits more positive emotions in the 

customers than monologic speech acts. This study also highlights the use of a specific pair of 

speech acts in producing positive emotions. In addition to this, this study also expands the 

speech acts in the field of learners’ emotions and complaint management.   

Compagno et al. (2018) analyzed speech acts in a corpus-independent way by developing a 

fine-grained classification of speech acts and a process mining technique. They developed their 

own framework by merging Searle’s model (Searle, 1976) and Vanderveken’s detailed 

taxonomy of illocutionary speech acts (Vanderveken, 1990) and applied it to a subreddit 

focused on autoimmune diseases. Their findings revealed that conversations are usually non-

linear and there are no speech acts that always appear at the start or end of the turn in 

conversation. Moreover, conversations do have a structure that can be analyzed using 

computational methods. This study lays the foundation for further analysis of speech acts in 

digital conversation using a fine-grained classification of speech acts and the process mining 

technique. This study has implications for analyzing conversations using speech acts, 

developing tools for real-time analysis, and understanding the structure of conversations in a 

better way.  



JOURNAL OF APPLIED LINGUISTICS AND TESOL 

Vol.8. No.3.2025 

 

 

 

 

 

606 

 

A number of past studies on speech act classification on Twitter data are available. The 

studies consist mainly of the classification of speech acts in Twitter data, applying Searle’s 

model (1976), Compagno et al. taxonomy of speech acts, which is more detailed than Searle’s 

model, Ballmer and Brennenstuhl's classification of speech acts, Vanderveken’s detailed 

taxonomy of illocutionary speech acts. However, no research at the time of this study was 

found that has applied Allston’s Taxonomy of Speech Acts (Alston, 2000). He basically has 

merged various taxonomies.   

2- In terms of data collection and analysis: 

Saha et al. (2021) explored the impact of emotion and sentiment in social media communication 

by applying a multi-modal speech act classification, which they developed specifically for 

Twitter act classification. This modal also incorporates text, images, and emojis along with 

sentiment and emotion. They applied their framework to a novel dataset called EmoTA, which 

contains pre-annotated tweets with emotions and sentiment categories. The findings of the 

study revealed that emotion and sentiment are closely related to each other and incorporating 

these two with text, images, and emojis improved the performance of speech act classification 

in Twitter. This study has an implication in better understanding the affective state of the 

speaker or writer.  

Algotiml et al. (2019) proposed a model for recognizing speech acts in tweets in Arabic that 

the researchers trained with speech acts on a dataset of tweets in Arabic. The findings of the 

study revealed that their model achieved high accuracy in identifying the speech acts in tweets 

in Arabic. The results also showed that opinion and question were the most commonly found 

speech acts in the data. this study has implications in the field of natural language processing 

for Arabic language social media.  

A few past studies have analyzed the corpus of Twitter data in their specific contexts. 

Manual analysis was mostly performed. However, some researchers have used a machine 

learning approach to train the software and then got their data classified from it. This has 

provided valuable insight into natural language processing. The accuracy rates are high but are 

not 100% therefore, this research aims at doing manual analysis through the descriptive 

exploratory method to analyze the data keenly and keep the tagging error-free. 

3- The discourse of politicians and public figures: 

Elliott-Maksymowicz et al. (2021) analyzed the nature of political argumentation on Twitter 

and how much can be communicated through singular speech acts, applying speech act 

classification on the Tweets related to the national elections of 2018 in the United States. The 

findings revealed that tweets used in this context were usually short, having no more than a 

single speech act. This study also mentions the rhetorical function of images in Tweets and 

their helpfulness in building persuasive arguments.  

Zheni (2020) analyzed speech acts in the tweets of Donald Trump related to the US-Iranian 

issue that he posted online on Twitter, ranging from 2017 to 2019. Hegemony was also 

analyzed in his tweets on the Iranian issue which revealed the practices employed by language 

users and powerful speakers and writers to produce dominance and power abuse through their 

words to gain political benefits in crisis. 

Jafar (2019) analyzed the use of illocutionary speech acts in the tweets of two public figures in 

Indonesia during the presidential election campaign of 2019. The study revealed that directives 

and assertives were the most frequently found speech acts in their tweets, which mainly focus 

on persuading the followers and influencing them through their words, i.e., speech acts. The 

findings also revealed that public figures use implicatures and presuppositions to spread their 

indirect messages. 



JOURNAL OF APPLIED LINGUISTICS AND TESOL 

Vol.8. No.3.2025 

 

 

 

 

 

607 

 

Chandler et al. (2018) analyzed the impact of language and brand on Twitter and whether 

accommodative language or defensive language affects the stock price. The authors of the 

study viewed tweets as speech acts. The findings revealed that accommodative language has a 

negative effect on firm value, while defensive language has a positive effect on it. This study 

has implications for language use by managers on social media during the launch of a product.  

Nemer (2016) analyzed the speech patterns of celebrities on Twitter and their way of 

communicating with their audiences. Four famous celebrities based on Time’s list were 

selected, and data was collected from their Twitter handles. The findings revealed that opinion 

was the most frequently found speech act in the data, followed by statement and question. The 

results show the kind of speech acts mostly used by celebrities on Twitter. 

Li et al. (2014) gave a way for extracting major life events from Twitter, such as weddings, 

deaths, etc. based on specific words in the Tweets such as congratulations and condolences. A 

large dataset of Tweets, which was collected over a time period of six years was used for 

analysis. A trained machine learning model applied speech act classification on the tweets. The 

findings revealed that this machine learning model has high accuracy in identifying and 

extracting major life events from Twitter, which has implications for further machine learning 

techniques that can be applied to extract data from Twitter.  

A few studies on the classification of speech acts with respect to political discourse are 

also available (Li et al., 2014; Nemer, 2016; Rabbani et al., 2024; Zheni, 2020). However, no 

comparative analysis has been performed in this regard, neither in Pakistan nor anywhere. This 

research aims to fulfill this gap by doing a comparative analysis of the political discourse of 

two leaders of the leading political parties in Pakistan.  

3- METHODOLOGY: 

The study that is being undertaken is a mixed method design that incorporates both qualitative 

and quantitative analysis for data observation and interpretation. It is also descriptive as it is 

based on a subjective observation of the data. 

3.1. DATA COLLECTION: 

3.1.1. Population: 

The tweets posted by Imran Khan (@ImranKhanPTI) and Bilal Bhutto (@BBhuttoZardari) on 

their Twitter handle are the population of this study. 

3.1.2. Sampling: 

Purposive sampling, a type of non-random sampling technique (Etikan, 2017), was used to 

collect data from the Twitter handles of both politicians. This sampling method was used 

because the selection of tweets was based on the research purpose to collect tweets from 

specific individuals during a particular time frame that represent political discourse and 

illocutionary speech act. Hence, no randomization.   

3.1.3. Sample: 

Data was manually collected from the Twitter handles of both the subjects under study. The 

data collection started on 31st January 2023. So, 120 tweets of both the politicians (60 each) 

posted in the last two months on Twitter were collected in reverse order till 1st December 2022.  

3.2. PROCESS OF DATA TAGGING: 

The researcher manually tagged the data using Alston’s framework (Alston, 2000) as a guide 

for feature identification and the UAM Corpus Tool (O’Donnell, 2008) which helped in sorting 

and calculating the frequencies of the data under study.  
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3.3. RESULTS AND DATA ANALYSIS: 

Imran Khan’s Tweets Analysis 

 
Kinds of assertives used by Imran Khan:  

 
The kinds of assertives he has mostly used are remark (21.4%), report (8.4%), remind (7.8%), 

claim (7.1%), complain (10%), mention (5.2%), allege, announce (3.2%), maintain, disclose 

(2.6%), insist (1.3%). Further examples of the sub-categories of assertives are given below: 

Remark: 
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Report: 

 

 
Remind: 

 
Claim: 

 
Complain: 
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He is the most influential leader in Pakistan, having 18.7 million followers both nationally and 

internationally on his Twitter account. Moreover, Twitter is a micro-blogging site where 

people, particularly politicians, give their remarks on several past and current issues. In the 

data analyzed, remark is the most frequently found assertive because Imran Khan has given his 

remarks on several issues of the country concerning himself, his party, and other political 

parties. 

Report has a frequency of 8.4%. He reports that he wants to give information on an issue. 

Remind also has a dominant frequency in the data. Imran Khan reminds people of past events, 

of glorious days when he was in the government, and of the cruelties of his political opponents. 

He makes claims when he talks about a better or worse future. He also complains about the 

atrocities of his opponents, and he also briefly mentions many political changes.  

Kinds of directives used by Imran Khan: 

 
The frequency of directives used by Imran Khan is very low. A total of 5 instances are found, 

having a frequency of 3.2%. He has only used directives to enjoin and urge people to do 

something. 
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Kinds of expressives used by Imran Khan: 

 
The expressives used by Imran Khan are less than assertives because he is more logical and 

straightforward in his speech and less emotional. In expressives, he has mostly used 

commiserate to pay his condolences, unhappiness to show his sadness on the passing away of 

people, compliment to appreciate people, and congratulate to be happy on the success of his 

friends.  

Unhappiness: 
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The expressions of sadness and shock are also merged in the category of unhappiness. 

Commiserate: 

Commiserate means to show sympathy or pity towards something. The act of paying 

condolences has also been added in this sub-category. 

 
Opposition: 
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Compliment: 

 
Desire: 

 
 

Bilawal Bhutto’s Tweets Analysis 
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Kinds of assertives used by Bilawal Bhutto: 

 
The data analysis shows that Bilawal Bhutto uses fewer assertives than expressives. In 

assertives, he mostly reports on his meetings and gives remarks on the political situation in the 

country. He makes claims about the future and insists that people vote for his party. 

Reports: 

 
 

  



JOURNAL OF APPLIED LINGUISTICS AND TESOL 

Vol.8. No.3.2025 

 

 

 

 

 

615 

 

Remark: 

 
Claim: 
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Kinds of Directives used by Bilawal Bhutto: 

 
Bilawal Bhutto doesn’t use many directives. Only one instance of a directive was found in his 

tweets in which he requested people to come out of their homes and vote for him. 
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Kinds of expressives used by Bilawal Bhutto: 

 
Expressives were most frequently found in his tweets. He mostly has shown delight, 

compliments, and thanks.  

Delight: 
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Compliments: 

 
Thank: 

 
Comparison of Imran Khan’s Tweets with Bilawal Bhutto: 
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4- FINDINGS: 

 
The results show that assertives are the most frequent kind of illocutionary speech acts (i.e. 

70.8%) used by Imran Khan, followed by expressives (22.7%), and very few instances of 

directives (3.2%) were found. The results also suggested that assertives are the most frequent 

kind of illocutionary speech acts used by Bilawal Bhutto (i.e., 45.4%), followed by expressives 

(53.4%), and very few instances of directives (0.6%) were found. 
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In addition to it, the results revealed that Bilawal Bhutto uses various kinds of expressives 

namely delight, compliment, thank, desire, congratulate, enthusiasm, commiserate, opinion, 

opposition, unhappiness, etc. On the other hand, Imran Khan uses very few kinds of expressives 

namely unhappiness, commiserate, opposition, compliment, congratulate, etc., and that too in 

comparatively less frequency than Bilawal Bhutto.  

5- INTERPRETATION: 

The stats show that both the subjects under study, i.e., Imran Khan and Bilawal Bhutto, use 

assertive, expressive, and directive speech acts in their Tweets. They completely avoid the use 

of commissives and exercitives because they are democrats. Democrats are not in the position 

to use exercitives in their speech. This is related to the people who are in a position to exercise 

their legal rights or authority verbally, such as the judiciary, etc. Although commissives could 

be used in their speech given the political condition in the country for the past two months, 

commissives are also completely avoided because neither the leaders of their respective 

political parties are in a position to commit to anything because the election campaign isn’t 

going on yet. There is political uncertainty and turmoil in the country. That’s why no 

commissives are used by either of the leaders. 

Examples of Illocutionary Speech Acts in Imran Khan’s Tweets: 

i. The law of the jungle now prevails where might is right. (Assertive; Report) 

ii. it uses force, blackmail, police harassment, money to get votes. (Assertive; Remark) 

iii. we are a banana republic. (Assertive; Claim) 

iv. Saddened to learn of the passing of Jaffar Leghari. (Expressive; Unhappiness) 

v. We appreciate his valuable support for & contribution to socio economic development 

in Pakistan. (Expressive; Compliment) 

In light of the data analyzed, it can be said that assertives were most frequently used by Imran 

Khan. Assertives are used when the speaker is sure of something. These are also used when the 

speaker puts forward a proposition that he believes to be true. Imran Khan is the chairman of a 

leading political party in Pakistan. He is also the ex-president of Pakistan. He is in the position 

to use assertives because he and his party revolve around his ‘insaafi’ ideology mainly. They 

don’t propagate lies.  

Examples of Illocutionary Speech Acts in Bilawal Bhutto’s Tweets: 

i. We cannot let populist fiction dominate our discourse, poison our politics & damage our 

democracy. (Assertive; Remark) 

ii. Her dreams won't stand up in court. (Assertive; Claim) 
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iii. Pleased to meet ECO SG Amb Khusrav Noziri at Tashkent on sidelines of 26th COM 

meeting of #ECO. (Expressive; Delight) 

iv. We appreciate the confidence reposed in us. (Expressive; Compliment) 

v. My sincere thanks to FM @MinColonna for the condolences and solidarity in the face of 

such tragedy. (Expressive; Thank) 

Bilawal Bhutto, on the other hand, uses more expressives and fewer assertives. That’s mainly 

because he is the federal minister and has the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. His role demands 

him to meet other ministers and people in high-power positions. Therefore, he shows delight 

in meeting them, thanks them, and gives out compliments a lot to them.  

6- CONCLUSION: 

The political discourse produced on Twitter in the form of Tweets of two politicians of leading 

political parties in Pakistan was analyzed. The framework used for this analysis was Alston’s 

taxonomy, and the UAM Corpus Tool was used to tag the data. This software also helped in 

collecting frequencies of all the kinds and sub-categories of illocutionary speech acts.  

The findings revealed that assertives, followed by expressives, were most frequently used by 

both politicians in their Twitter discourse. Very few instances of directives were also found. 

However, no instances of commissives and exercitives were found in the study.  

On the basis of this study, it can be concluded that politicians use a particular kind of speech 

act to perform a particular function. They have intentions behind preferring some kind of 

speech acts. However, the speech acts that they avoid using are also significant. That shows 

that they are deliberately avoiding the use of some speech acts, as in the case of this study, 

commissives and exercitives were not found. The reason could be the use of power and 

authority of the respective politicians, which they avoided in their Twitter discourse, as it is 

public and goes to the masses.  

7- IMPLICATIONS: 

This study will be helpful for academicians, particularly students, teachers, and researchers of 

Linguistics. Furthermore, the results of this study could be considered in the field of English 

language teaching while studying or teaching the political discourse and how the illocutionary 

force of speech acts shapes the political discourse.  

In addition to it, this study is also beneficial for the students, teachers, and researchers of mass 

communication as this will provide them with an insight into social media communication, the 

use of language in it, and its effect on the general audience.  

Moreover, this study is also beneficial for the awareness of the general public as it will provide 

them with an insight into the use of language and the possible intentions behind the language 

use of their political leaders. 

8- LIMITATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS: 

Although this study has tried to fill the research gap of comparative political discourse analysis 

of tweets in the Pakistani context by applying Alston’s taxonomy on data of two months 

collected from the Twitter handles of these two politicians under study, however, this study 

can be advanced in terms of data collection. A wide range of data collected randomly from 

these political leaders over an extended period of time could be more impactful in generalizing 

the results. Moreover, the political discourse of other leading political leaders in the country 

can also be analyzed on a broader level to generalize the results of political discourse on Twitter 

of Pakistani politicians and the illocutionary forces behind that. 
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